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Great Plains Tribes Resist Sale of Their Lands 


Association on American Indian Affairs Makes 4 Appeals 
to Interior Department 


IN RECENT WEEKS Montana, Nebraska and Dakota tribes have 
variously implored and demanded that the Interior Department 
review the policy of its Bureau of Indian Affairs which, the 
tribal spokesmen say, is resulting in the disappearance of the 
land-base upon which the Indian communities rest. 

It is a standing principle of the Association on American 
Indian Affairs that American Indians have the right to survive 
in communities of their own people and that the United States 
has the responsibility to protect Indian ownership of the lands 
without which the communities cannot continue to exist. The 
Association’s advocacy of this principle has long been well- 
known to the Interior Department. However, in support of 
the Plains tribes in their own actions to obtain a revision of 
Indian Bureau land policy, Association president Oliver LaFarge 
has four times in the past few months written Secretary of the 
Interior Fred A. Seaton, urging that a new look be taken at the 
plight of the tribes which are working on economic develop- 
ment plans for their communities at the very same time that 
the communities are being sold away from under their feet. 

The Interior Department answered the first of Mr. 
LaFarge’s letters. His other letters have not at this writing been 
acknowledged. 


THE NORTHERN CHEYENNES 


The lands of the Northern Cheyennes lie about Lame Deer, 
Montana. Some of these lands are tribally owned, and some are 
allotted to individual members of the tribe. These lands con- 
stitute the Northern Cheyenne community. When grouped into 
grazing units, they also constitute the basis of the community’s 
cattle-raising economy. The usefulness of these grazing units 
depends upon the presence in them of “key tracts”—tracts, for 
example, controlling the only water available to an entire unit. 
If a key tract passes into non-Indian hands, Indian lands around 
it can become worthless. A non-Indian desiring to acquire a 
whole grazing unit at low rental or sale price, therefore, does 
well to purchase one of these key tracts. The Commissioner of 
Indian Affairs, on May 15, 1955, instructed Bureau reservation 
officials to facilitate the sale of individually owned Indian lands, 
even when these lands were key tracts upon which the value of 
other Indian-owned lands depended. Then, admittedly respond- 
ing to outraged protest by the tribes and organizations friendly 
to them, the Commissioner in late 1955 revised his instructions 
to reservation officials to read: 


“If there is any real possibility that the disposal of a par- 
ticular allotment might adversely affect other Indian 
lands in trust, the Bureau will take the imitiative in con- 


sulting with the Indians concerned and will give them 
every possible assistance in working out a satisfactory 
solution to the problem.” 


Last summer the Billings Area Office of the Indian Bureau 
announced that 60 tracts of Northern Cheyenne land would be 
put up for public bidding. Included in this acreage was a key 
tract. The Northern Cheyennes did not want to see their lands 
pass out of the ownership of their people; and in August they 
acted under authority given them by a resolution of their own 
Tribal Council—a resolution authorizing the sale of a herd of 
tribal cattle for $40,000 for the express purpose of buying up 
Northern Cheyenne lands about to be sold, and appropriating 
$10,000 for the express purpose of purchasing for the tribe 
the above-mentioned key tract. These funds, sufficient to buy 
up the lands being offered for sale, had to be released by the 
Indian Bureau in Washington before the tribe could spend 
them. The Bureau refused to release the tribe’s own funds to 
the tribe before the land sale was held, and refused to postpone 
the land sale until the funds were released. Over Northern 
Cheyenne protest, the sale was held as scheduled in October. 

Nearly 1,000 acres of Northern Cheyenne land were sold 
out of Indian ownership, including, to be sure, the key tract. 
This information was telephoned to the Association on Amer- 
ican Indian Affairs immediately after the sale by John Wooden- 
legs, Northern Cheyenne tribal chairman. Mr. Woodenlegs 
added, with some relief, that the Bureau of Indian Affairs had 
informed him, that the $40,000 had been released—too late to 
save the key tract and other lands which were gone now, but in 
time to save lands which would go up for sale in the future. 

Early in the above chain of events, Mr. Woodenlegs had 
appealed to the Association on American Indian Affairs and 
to Senator Murray of Montana. The Association, and the 
Senator on behalf of the entire Montana Congressional delega- 
tion wrote independently to the Secretary of the Interior to 
inquire into the strange conditions under which the Northern 
Cheyenne land sale was being held. They also inquired into an 
allegation of Mr. Woodenlegs that the Bureau of Indian Affairs, 
despite its publicly announced interest in promoting economic 
development in Indian areas, was using every possible means 
to hamstring the operations of First Americans, Inc., a small 
manufacturing enterprise which was giving wage-employment 
to Northern Cheyennes on their reservation. 

Replying to the Association’s inquiry on January 14, after 
the land sale had been held, the Interior Department said that, 
upon investigation, it was satisfied with the behavior of Indian 
Bureau officials. The Interior Department defended the Indian 
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Bureau policy of permitting individual Indians to sell their 
land out of the tribal community, and ignored the frequently 
made proposal that tribes be assisted or at least allowed with 
their own funds to buy land in the community which individual 
Indians were forced by poverty to sell. 

The Interior Department’s justification of Indian Bureau 
administration at the Northern Cheyenne Agency failed to 
discuss the tribal chairman’s statement about Bureau-created 
impediments to the development of First Americans, Inc. It 
failed also to explain the fact that, in allowing the key tract 
to be sold lg Indian ownership over strong tribal protest, 
the Bureau of Indian Affairs had violated the ruling against 
the sale of key tracts enunciated by the Commissioner of Indian 
Affairs in 1956. 

The Association on American Indian Affairs sent a team 
of investigators to assemble data for an objective report of 
conditions on the Northern Cheyenne reservation at Lame Deer, 
Montana. This report has been submitted to the Association 
and, after study, will be publicly released. 


Epilogue 


In a letter addressed to the Association on American 
Indian Affairs on February 14 the chairman of the Northern 
Cheyenne Tribe said that he had been misinformed earlier by 
local Bureau officials and the $40,000 had not yet been released 
for the tribal land re-purchase program after all. 

Mr. Woodenlegs wrote, “We need quick action. Help us.” 


THE OMAHAS 


On December 11, 1957 the chairman of the Omaha Tribal 
Council of Macy, Nebraska wrote the following letter: 


HON. FRED A. SEATON 
Secretary of the Interior 
Washington 25, D.C. 


Dear Sir: 

It is the Omaha Indians’ humble plea to you, regardless 
of the findings of Assistant Secretary Roger Ernst’s re-examina- 
tion of the Department's favorable report on S.332, or even 
the 1920 law limitations of land sales: the Omaha Tribal 
Council absolutely opposes individual or heirship land sales. 

This plea and opposition is substantiated with the fact 
the Omaha Tribe is just beginning a community development 
program, where land is the main and essential item of means 
for success for our plan. 

This past year saw nearly 8,000 acres of land come up for 
bid and pass from Indian ownership. This past month again, 
nearly 3,000 acres were advertised for bid. These too will pass 
from the tracts of Indian ownership. 

With the present conditions, our people are being given 
no choice of retaining their lands, they must each day struggle 
with the needs of a destitute people for food, shelter and the 
means to keep from freezing. The basic needs of the people are 
going to be their first consideration, and if selling the land will 
alleviate their need just for this day, then that is what they will 
do, sell the land to live. 

The Omaha reservation is pockmarked with the farms of 
white men, who rent the farm lands of the Indian, giving a 
share of the crop or on a cash basis as the case may be. The 
most an Indian may realize from his land is $6.00 per acre, 
sometimes only $2.50 pet acre per year. The white farmer 
realizes a net profit of from $100 to $150 per acre. The land 
was to have been the home of the Omaha people. The land can 
support only a given number of people. Who then is entitled 
to this livelihood? Our long-range program of rehabilitation 


will be to see the Indian receives his full income from the land. 
The difference between $6.00 and $100 is too large a sum 
to ignore. 

In closing we should like to impress you with the need 
of our people, of our tribe, for a long-range program of 
rehabilitation with the technical assistance to plan and the 
financial assistance to carry the program out. We do not feel 
the present sale of Indian lands will solve the problems of our 
people, rather it will only cause an added burden for the tribe 
to bear, for as this land passes from Indian ownership, the 
Indian people will continue being Indian, only now landless 
Indians who will huddle along the right of way of the Missouri 
River. This in contrast to the 300,000 acres of Nebraska lands 
where the government grandly vowed, “This shall be the home 
of the Omahas for as long as the Missouri River flows.” 

We trust and pray you to-consider this plea. 


Sincerely yours, 


ALFRED W. GILPIN, Chairman 
Omaha Tribal Council 


On January 3, the president of the Association on American 
Indian Affairs wrote the letter which appears below: 


HON. FRED A. SEATON 
Secretary of the Interior 
Washington 25, D.C. 


Dear Mr. Secretary: 


The Tribal Council of the Omahas of Nebraska have called 
our attention to their letter to you of December 11, in which 
they humbly plead—as they put it—that you will hold back 
further sales of individual Indian lands until the tribe can work 
out a plan for its economic salvation. In the Omahas’ words, 
the Association on American Indian Affairs also “trusts and 
prays” that you will grant this request. 

The Omahas are an impoverished tribe. Many of their 
people, especially those who have lost their land, live under 
conditions of great wretchedness. For all the talk that there 
has been in the past, from one Indian administration after 
another, about economic rehabilitation of Indians, the Omahas 
are one of the many tribes for whom nothing that can be taken 
seriously has been done. On their own initiative, they have now 
enlisted the aid of members of the staff of the University of 
Nebraska to help them in trying to find some way out of their 
present, nearly—but not quite—hopeless situation. Obviously, 
they can make no coherent plan when blocks of as much as 
3,000 acres of their land pass out of their control at a time, 
while they are helpless to do anything to retain it, and in a 
single year they lose as much as 8,000 acres. As they point out, 
at present destitute tribesmen cannot resist selling the land, 
which is their only resource, in order to secure the funds that 
will enable them to live a little longer. 

I take the liberty of reminding you again of the public 
commitments that your Indian officials have made to rehabilitate 
the Indian economy. As I pointed out to you in writing to you 
about the needless, indeed gratuitous, alienation of Northern 
Cheyenne land, your administration is not in any way com- 
mitted to destroy the remaining Indian estate, although its 
actions are leading to the belief among many people that in 
fact it is so committed. I do not believe that you or any major 
official under you would admit to any such commitment, nor 
approve of any such policy if it were submitted for approval. 
Therefore, it is not without hope that I urge you to balance 
permission of the sale of heirship and other individual Indian 
trust lands against the realities of tribal economies. Your Bureau 
of Indian Affairs has emphatically and clearly urged the tribes 
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to develop programs of self-help. I repeat that the commitment 
to a program of economic aid for Indians has been clear and 
unequivocal. Permitting the rapid destruction of the land base 
upon which economic developments must be founded, if only 
to the extent that it gives the Indians concerned a piece of land 
upon which to maintain a home, makes all these commitments 
and urgings seem fraudulent and causes them to redound 
against you. 

The cases of the Omahas and of the Northern Cheyennes, 
concerning which latter I am hoping to hear shortly from 
your office, typify the very difficult problem of Indian land in 
all the Indian country outside the Southwest. The major line 
of action that your Department takes in regard to this problem 
must inevitably be the most important criterion by which its 
Indian policy will be judged. For every reason, humane and 
political, it seems to me that you should adopt the policy that 
will most fairly and reasonably preserve for the Indians an 
Opportunity to start the economic progress that I know you 
desire to see them make. 


Yours sincerely, 
OLIVER LAFARGE, President 


The foregoing letter has not at this writing been acknowledged. 
The Omahas report, however, that the Interior Department an- 
swered them in courteous words, congratulating them upon 
their effort to work out a plan for the economic development 
of the Omaha community, and suggesting that they themselves 
find a way to persuade members of the tribe not to sell their 
land. According to the Omahas, the Interior Department reply 
took no cognizance of their statement, made in the tribe's 
original appeal, that individual Omahas were forced to sell 
their allotments in order to get money to buy food and that 
this poor tribe needed help in order to buy up the lands which 
were being offered for sale. 


THE BLACKFEET 


On December 13, 1957 the Blackfeet Tribal Council of 
Browning, Montana passed a resolution protesting supervised 
land sales and transmitted this resolution to the Interior Depart- 
ment. On January 3, the Secretary of the Tribe sent a copy of 
the resolution to Senator Murray of Montana with the following 
letter: 


HONn. JAMES L. MURRAY, Chairman 
Senate Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs 
Washington, D.C. 


Dear Senator Murray: 


I am enclosing herein resolution 51-57 of the Blackfeet 
Tribal Council asking that a committee be appointed to evaluate 
the progress of the Blackfeet Tribe since the beginning of the 
practice of holding “supervised” sales of Indian land on the 
Blackfeet reservation. Under this practice, as you know, Indians 
who have land held in trust for them by the U.S. Government 
are allowed to sell land to the highest bidder for cash, regardless 
of whether or not the bidder happens to be another Indian or 
a non-Indian. As a practical matter, however, most of the land 
offered is vadank by non-Indians because members of the 
Tribe do not have adequate credit or the means to purchase 
land. When the land sale is consummated, the successful bidder 
is required to take a patent in fee for the land if—in the opinion 
of the Secretary of the Interior—he is able to manage his own 
affairs without supervision from the Department of the Interior. 

Land on the Blackfeet reservation is predominantly used 
for grazing purposes. This land is leased under supervision of 
the Bureau of Indian Affairs under the so-called “permit 


system”. Grazing permits are issued for a definite period of 
years and contain such amounts of acreage as the Indian Bureau 
feels will be most conducive to competitive bidding for leases 
after members of the Tribe are allocated enough range to run 
their family livestock. At this point, Senator, I would like to 
make a prediction: If the present practice of holding supervised 
sales of Indian land is continued and land is alienated from 
Indian ownership at its present rate, then in a matter of five 
short years not enough land will remain under supervision of 
the Bureau of Indian Affairs to organize economical grazing 
units for even the Indian owned livestock on the Reservation. 

I know this sounds drastic and a little farfetched, but we 
believe an impartial investigation of this system will bring out 
such facts as this. 

These supervised sales should also be scrutinized in view 
of the Indian Bureau’s tendency to hold their relocation pro- 
gtam up to Congress as a shining example of what the Bureau 
is trying to do, or is doing, for Indians. In justifying requests 
for appropriations for the relocation program, I know that 
many times officials of the Bureau have asserted that relocation 
of Indians to areas other than their reservations is necessary 
because “Indian reservations are over-populated and do not have 
the land base to support members of tribes living on them.” 
Yet the Indian Bureau insists upon operating one of the most 
effective vehicles for shrinking the present Indian land base 
simply on the grounds that to do otherwise would be to deprive 
Indians of the right to sell their property. It would seem to me 
as trustee for property held by Indians, the Bureau would be 
better advised to take into consideration the greater possible 
long-term gain in economic development than to succumb to 
a theory whose only possible benefit is temporary financial gain 
of the Indian proposing to dispose of his estate. 

I hope you will take these things into consideration and 
that you will cause an appraisal of the land policies of the 
Indian Bureau to be made in the immediate future. 

May we have your thoughts in this matter? 


Sincerely, 


ILIFF MCKAY, Secretary 
Blackfeet Tribal Council 


The president of the Association on American Indian Affairs, 
on January 21, supported the Blackfeet appeal in the com- 
munication which appears below: 


Hon. FRED A. SEATON 
of the Interior 
Washington 25, D.C. 


Dear Mr. Secretary: 


Recently in a letter to you I remarked that what was done 
about Indian land might well be the measure by which your 
Indian administration would be judged. Certainly the communi- 
cations we continue to receive from various tribes, and that are 
being sent to you, requesting some mitigation of the present 
practice of selling off allotted Indian lands to the disruption of 
the precarious economies of the tribes, indicate that to the 
Indians themselves this is a major issue. 

From the Blackfeet Tribal Council we now have a resolu- 
tion protesting the present conduct of supervised land sales on 
the Blackfeet Reservation, that is, sales of the land of Indians 
not rated as competent. The Council has very reasonably asked 
that the sales be halted until a group or committee, including 
one member of the Council, can evaluate the effect of these 
sales, and further that Indian land owners and operators— 
meaning, I presume, cattle operators—be granted the right to 
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meet the high bid for lands put up for sale when purchase of 
those lands is necessary to their continued progress. 

There is nothing earth-shaking or astonishing about this 
request except that it should have to be made. An impartial, 
serious appraisal of the effects of recent land sales upon any 
allotted reservation would be most desirable. That Indians be 
allowed to sustain their economies by buying in Indian land 
that must be offered for sale when they have the means or can 
secure the credit to do so is just and reasonable. Not to facilitate 
such buying is obviously inconsistent with your administration's 
often stressed policy of building up Indian economy, as well 
as with the pledge made in Salt Lake City last September by 
the Commissioner of Indian Affairs to help Indians to retain 
their land. 

The Association on American Indian Affairs heartily sup- 
ports the modest request of the Blackfeet Tribal Council, and 
sincerely hopes that you, or your Commissioner of Indian 
Affairs, will grant it. We suggest, indeed, that you would find 
it well worthwhile to review the whole policy under which 
land has been passing out of Indian ownership so rapidly in 
the last five years, with special reference to the whole urgent 
question of enabling Indians to become decently self-sup- 
porting. 

Yours sincerely, 


OLIVER LAFARGE, President 


At this writing, the Association has not received an acknowledg- 
ment of Mr. LaFarge’s letter. Information has been received 
that Senator Murray has joined the Blackfeet in the request 
that the Commissioner of Indian Affairs appoint a group to 
evaluate the progress of the Blackfeet Tribe since the practice 
of holding supervised land sales was started. Information has 


also been received that another land sale, involving some 3,700 
acres, was held on the Blackfeet reservation on January 18. 


THE MIDWESTERN INTERTRIBAL 
COUNCIL 


The Midwestern Intertribal Council is composed of official 
representatives of the tribes of North Dakota, South Dakota 
and Nebraska. 


There is printed below the text of a resolution which was 
passed by this body at a meeting in Pierre, South Dakota on 
January 12, 1958. 


WHEREAS the Indian-owned land is very limited and 


WHEREAS sale of Indian-owned land, instead of helping 
the Indian does more harm to the individual Indian Jand- 
owner and to the Tribe in general, and 

WHEREAS proceeds from sale of Indian land have been 
squandered and in no instance have helped an Indian or the 
Tribe, 

Now, therefore, Be it hereby Resolved by the Midwestern 
intertribal Council that a moratorium on Indian land sales is 
requested until definite studies have been made for a better 
system of land-use or transaction by Indians. 

It is further resolved that copies of this resolution shall 
be sent to all Nebraska and North and South Dakota Senators 
and Representatives in Washington, D.C. 


The president of the Association on American Indian 
Affairs has written the Interior Department in support of this 
resolution. The text of Mr. LaFarge’s letter is not released here, 
since the Interior Department has not yet had adequate time 
in which to reply. 


THE ANNUAL MEETING OF THE ASSOCIATION ON AMERICAN INDIAN AFFAIRS, INC. 
will be held 


Tuesday, April 22, 1958 at 3:00 P.M. 


Roosevelt Memorial Building — Lecture Room, 5th floor 


AMERICAN MUSEUM OF NATURAL HISTORY 
Central Park West at 79th St. 
New York, New York 


PROGRAM 
THEME: The Indian Community 


SPEAKERS 
GUEST SPEAKER TO BE ANNOUNCED 


Mr. Oliver LaFarge, President 
Association on American Indian Affairs 


Speakers will discuss S.Con.Res. 3, the proposed American Indian Point IV Program, as a new 
national policy in Indian affairs; the international significance of the American Indian prob- 
lem; a practical Federal program; to protect Indians in their ownership of land. 





